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“Notes on the Writing of

Write on bended knees—studying
every word and sentence. Remem-
ber that easy writing makes hard
reading.

NE of the reasons why writing is a

most difhcult art is that everybody
has a smattering of it. Letters were in-
vented for use in commercial affairs. Our
alphabet and our writing are an inherit-
ance from trading nations. Mercantile
records and bills had been expressed for
centuries in Sumerian and Phesnician writ-
ing before the Greek Iliad or the Aryan
Vedas were preserved by anything but
word of mouth.

This situation has lived into our own
day, for most of our writing has to do
with affairs that are not literary.

Writing is the only onc of the arts of
which we all have a smattering. The person
with a trifling degree of education cannot
paint a picture or carve a statue or play a
violin, If he is to practice onc of these arts,
he begins only after long study devoted to
the onc end of learming the art.

¥[n writing, on the other hand, we auto-
matically attain a certain degree of profi-
dency, and at that stage we meet a strong
tendency to rest. Consequently, as writers,
most of us are in the condition of arrested
development. Because we easily attain a
degree of ability that earns us a livelihood,
we are likely to cease study, and the in-
evitable follows. Few of us can write a
letter in terms so crystal clear that they
cannot be misunderstood. We cannot build
a story in which the ordening of events and
ideas 18 50 logical that our readers follow us
through to the end. We fail to achieve a
manner of writing that pleases the ear and
mind of our reader, or to understand how
to be energetic when force is needed, or to
be swift where slowness makes for dullness.

Some skill in writing we all have, but
none of us has enough, for those who elect
to spend their lives in the Word Business
choose thereby a hard taskmaster. To the
few who by long and humble study acquire
merit he is bounteous, but the many who
will not pay the price of skill he treats as
unprofitable servants.

ost of us have written one or two
things which we think extremely good, and
too often these achievements are a source
of stupid pride because we have made
them, rather than of humiliation because
we go seldom equal them.

This hard taskmaster has hard laws.

ment consist merely of the bare statement
of the attributes and merits of an article,
there are blunders possible in the cheice of
words and in the ordering of the ideas.

You must scrutinize every sentence,
every word, every arrangement of words,
and every ordering of thoughts in every-
thing you write. ltisonly by such eternal
vigilance that you can rise superior to the
danger lurking in the fact that when wnt-
ing you are using the same words which in
ordinary conversation roll off your tongue
almost without choice or discrimination.

While the writer of advertisements
should be acquainted with all the depart-
ments of rhetoric, yet there are two eor
three conditions governing our work that
specialize 1t:

First, we are writing to readers who are
not interested.

Second, we have strong competition for
the attention of those readers.

Third, we arc in the work of persuasion.

Now, the publication in which our ad-
vertisement appears ‘was bought by its
readers for a purpose. That purpose was
not to read our advertisement. That pur-
pose was to read something very different,
and if our advertisement is to get a read-
ing, it must have certain catch-zs-catch-
can qualities.

It seems to me that merit Number One
in a good advertisement is a Center of In-
terest, a focus, a spot to which the eye goes
and must go without question.

If this center of interest were only for
the eye, it would have no place in this dis-
cussion, which has to do with writing, but
the mind must go with the eye. The center
of interest must be not only a visual focus,
but also a mental focua.

Also, it must be so placed that it carries
the mind and the eye into the reading mat-
ter. The headline separated from the text,
or the center of interest at the bottom of
the page, can hardly be a logical arrange-
meat.

My belief is that in most cases the right
heading, properly exploited, is the best
gsort of center of interest.

The center of interest has nothing to do,
of course, with style of writing ag such, but
it has everything to do with gaining the
attention: and with getting the reader
started in our text, Bur more than this,
it will have an effece on our attitude of
mind in writing that will tend to make ous
advertisements, even in their style, more
clear and logical. If at the very outset, in

of poets, and of orators are needed in adver-
tisements. Lhe dialogue in a play must
come to you, the hearer, clear, understand-
able, and unmistakable. When vou are ar
a performance of Macbeth or Lightnin’
vou cannot turn back and read the pre-
ceding sentence. If you did not understand
it when it was spoken, you have lost it.
That suggests the way in which advertise-
ments should be written. True, your
reader, if he miss the meaning of a sen-
tence on the first reading, can go back and
read it again; but the chances are that he
will not.

All this peints to quality Number One
in the style of the advertisement writer.
it 1s clearness. Lacking that, our style is
bad. Let me repeat, if we are in the habit
of writing sentences that are not instantly
and luminously clear, we are net good
writers of advertisements.

1s simple clearness enough? T think not.
This reader whose habits we are reviewing
is not much interested i what you are
telling; and unless your style has the qual-
ity that pleases readers, they will quit your
essay and go in search of more allunng
paragraphs. This means that your style,
tf you would write good copy, must be
pleasing — must have what the rhetori-
cians call charm and vividness. Here is
where the style and diction of poetry can
help. The pood poet never has a per-
functory or jaded vocabulary. A prose
writer may get along with the use of few
words which are worked to death. Not so
the poet, Rhyme and rhythm and meter
force upen him a flexible and varied vocab-
ulary. For example, he wanted to write
“love,” but needed a2 rhyme for “burning,”
50 he used the word “yearning.”” He needs
a word with a first short and next long
syllable, while the one in mind has a first
long and a second short. Hence he must
find a term that will carry his mezning
the meter, or he must recast his stanza, or
he must begin afresh. Whichever course
he may pursue, it remains that your good
poet, by the very nature of his m/tier, is
forced to be a hunter and fancier of words,
Chesterton and Kipling and Poe and M-
ton, even when they descend to prose, ofier
you a racier and mere faverous diction
than do most writers that have remained
all their lives in the less exaiting highways
of prose.

) advise you therefore to study not only
the lucidity of Shakespeare the dramatist,
but also the diction of Keats and Browning

to know eur working vocabulary is a life-
time study. I will give one or two examples
of sentences in which the words themselyes
are well chosen and add much to the effect
sought by the writer.

In Isaiah we read: “He is despised and
rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and
acquainted with grief; and we hid as it
were our faces from him."” There is not a
word in this sentence that is not simple
and clear a5 dew; yet the effect is most
powerful. Consider the thought; strip it
of the simple splendor of the King James
version; reduce it to abstractions. Then
rewrite it in other terms, and you will have
a2 lesson in the choice of words that will
lust for a lifetime.

Again, in what words should we express
the dea which the writer of Ecclestastes
puts thus: “As the crackling of thons
under a pot, so is the laughter of che fool "?
Or how should we hayve phrased that sim-
plest of all invitations: “Come unto Me,
all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and
I will give you rest”?

If there are rules by which we may gain
mastery over the choice of words, | do not
know them. We may, of course, say that
short words are usually better than long
ones, Saxon more feeiing than Latin, pic-
ture-words mere vivid than blank abstrac-
tions. Such precepts are good, but they
are only primary.

Tlhe best two roads to good diction are,
first, 1 suspect, the friendly comradeship
of examples such as those just cited, and
second, the habit of thinking carefully
what one has to say.

Thisybrings back a truth referred to be-
fore; namely, that every slovenly sentence
of which we are guilty leaves our minds
just so much more sloveniv.

When we wwe words and sentences we
are practicing seif-expression, but this self-
expression is different from any other. The

ainter, the scalptor, the inventor, are all,
in their chozen expressing them-
selves, but thel um is not words.
Therein les a scupendous difference. For
words and specen, either gpoken or sup-
pressed, are the of thought.
You cannot th
“haouse;,” op Y
the words
While a ¢
@ great many w
i¢ is impossible for a man
many facts without knowing a great many
words.

“Tast,”” “house,” or
oalish ) may know
true that
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Is not In our stars, but In ourselves, that
we are underlings”—or in Browming's
compact dictum that “a man's reach
should exceed his grasp, or what's a heaven
fort”

I have referred to the clearness of the
drama and the diction of poetry. The
third mode of composition that we must
try to understand and apply in the writing
of advertiseinents 1s that of the orator.
From that early period of histery when
grunts 2nd gestures had finally evolved
mto z systemn that deserved the name of
language, A has always been trying to
make B think as he, A, wants B to think.
That is the very heart of our endeavor as
makers of advertisements, just as it is the
heart of the endeavor of the orator. His
art and ours is only in part logical argu-

ment, but it is wholly the art of persuasion, .

of touching the springs of human action.

Because T have said that our writing
calls for certain of the qualities of drama.
poetry, and oratory, please do not under-
stand me as advising that Armco should
be presented as the eternal triangle, or
that saws be sung in a sonnet, or that bis-
cuits be treated in the manner of Daniel
Webster.

From the drama washould learn lucidity;
from poetry a fresh, vivid diction; from ora-
tory the charm and force that make for
persuasiveness.

I have two practical suggestions:

First, read all you can — let some of it
be drama, some poetry, some oratory —
but read all in light of the question, *‘Ex-
actly what is meant — and how skilfully
ig it expressed?”

Second, have all copy typed and read
aloud to you by someone that is not familiar
with the copy you offer. Tone, tempo, and
facial expregsion will offer unconscious bu?
correct criticism. :

To sum up: From the very beginning of
vour conception of the advertiserment, make
a center of tnierest, either of words or pic-
ture, to which the glimpser’s eye must of
necessity go.

Make your mezning unmistakably cleas
even to hasty reading.

Study words 23 a painter'studies colors,
et as a rrout-fisher studies his flies.

Study the art of persuasion. ([t is ex-
emplified under your nose every day in
speech as weell as in print.)

Read and keep ou reading. That is
merely associating with the good workmen
in the word businesz. You cznnot hope &
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Under his rule those, and only those, suc- our original conception of the advertise- the pocts. . ) . Words thus being the s keep on giving out unless you are con- : 2
ceed who do their writing on their knees. ment, we begin with and through this cen- Obviously, there is moere in charm of ters of thin, stantly taking in — adding to vour store £
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Every unclear thought and every stodgy ter of interest, we have at least a definite style r!}a_n mere diction or choice of words. a !me_dlcss sults 1n | of face, of expression, of allusion, of all the l :
gsentence of which we are guilty inflict a starting point. A definite starting point iy { say this to escape the possibility of mis- chinking. Bug, conversely, if you will stub-  raw material from which the ability to i i
unishment then and there, and make our a great merit in an advertisement, and one understanding, WNevertheless, the raw me- bornly form the habit of clear thinking, you produce good writing is built up. 4
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-?;ﬁnds iust so much more unclear and our that a great many advert.sements lack. verizal of sentence and paragraph is words. will fingd, lietle by little, thar the right word Write on bended knees — studying every
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)juﬂjt ~e Willie Ho;)pc will tell you that = Trow worde. We must knew their mean. tip of your tongué or uc the point of your Lastly, remember that essy writing
there ig no such thi;g as an easy billiard Now let us consider the style necessi- ing, their obvious raeaning, their secondary pen just vihen you want to use it. Quali-  makes hard reading. bt
hot la the true writer will tell you that  tated by the conditions under which ad-  meaning. We must know their ancestry  ties of style are qualitics of thought, =] o e
:ho i no such thing as a sentence that itis vertisements must do their work, Certain and their part in literary history, To know whether expzessnd“ in that simple but Reprinted from Batten’s Wedge, Folums 3
“:;‘5250 write well gEven if an advertise-  qualities of the styles of dramatic writers, ~ evena rather small vocabulary as we need  erashing retort, “The fault, dear Brurus, XX, No. 10. F
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